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	1. Chapter 1

_The planet was burning.  
>The blackened trees were twisting and writhing like massive skeletal fingers rising from the cracking earth. The elegant buildings of the cities were crumbling like wet sand as monstrous inky shapes clung to them shrieking and convulsing.<br>The grey wind tasted like iron, small shards of debris stinging his eyes and cutting his cheeks.  
>There were screams on the air and a terrible laughter rising and falling like the rush of a vast ocean.<br>The stars were going out above and the planet shook with the sound of fleeing footsteps.  
>The darkness was not coming.<br>The darkness was already here.  
>The warning bells were a funeral knell, ringing out as a soundtrack to the carnival of madness surrounding him.<br>He couldn't save anyone.  
>They were all going to die.<br>And it was his fault!_

Bunny awoke.  
>He felt cold and clammy despite the eternal Spring warmth of the Warren.<br>As he rose shakily, he felt sweat sticking his fur to the grass of his bed.  
>Another nightmare.<br>The same one every night.  
>But it was okay.<br>He was safe. At home.  
>Home?<br>Home was far away and long ago.  
>It was lost to him forever.<br>His chest felt tight and he took deep calming breaths to ease the ache.  
>He would meditate, perform some light stretching then try to get some shut-eye.<br>As he had done every single night for the last month.  
>Ever since that little witch Cupid had stuck him with that arrow full of Pitch's stinking powers, he had not had a solid night's sleep.<br>He ran a hand over his face.  
>His eyes alighted on an elegant looking piece of card sitting on a nearby rock.<br>It had arrived a little before sundown and usually Bunny would have been glad to get it.  
>But the way he felt right now…<br>He crossed his legs and settled onto the grass, focusing on his racing heart.  
>He really wasn't in a party mood.<p>

'I'm really not in the party mood', Pitch said sourly.  
>A cheery looking elf waved at him from the front of the invitation he was holding. It's little legs made of string kicked maniacally as he turned the card over, scowling at the glitter coating his fingertips.<br>It was an invitation to a get together at North's workshop that night.  
>His name had been written carefully in black fountain pen across the front and the card had arrived in a black envelope an hour ago.<br>Jack had not even managed to step away from the lair entrance before Pitch had leapt out and collared him as North's nominated delivery boy.  
>At least the card had stopped playing music once Pitch had ripped the little sound piece out.<br>Jack sat beside him, legs dangling over the edge of the balcony.

'You not in the party mood? What a surprise', Jack joked, 'Relax, I already told you Cupid won't be there'.

Pitch had steadfastly declined the comfy beanbags scattered around the treehouse in favour of restless pacing, eyes locked on the card. Jack found it quite amusing: it was as if Pitch was trying to read the paper elf's mind.

'Why invite me anyway?' Pitch asked, pointedly ignoring Jack's joke, 'Though I admit a formal invitation is better than being stuffed in a sack and dragged there by force'.

Jack knew North didn't expect Pitch to show up.  
>But with what Pitch had done at Halloween and then at Valentine's Day the month before, North had said it 'didn't feel right' to exclude him.<p>

'Perhaps Pitch is not what we thought', North had said, 'I do not think Tooth would call him a 'friend' if he was in fact a 'fiend' do you?'

North was an optimist, simple as that: always trying to be fair.  
>It was probably Pitch's lack of these qualities that was confusing him.<p>

'We said we were sorry about the sack thing', Jack said with a hint of weariness.

You didn't hear him going on about his treatment the first time he had been inside the North Pole.  
>He stood up and dusted the seat of his trousers.<p>

'Pitch, this is North we are talking about', Jack said calmly, 'You actually think that guy is capable of having ulterior motives? He does this dinner every year and with everything that's happened, he just thought he'd invite you that's all'.

'Well you can save him the trouble in future', Pitch said, crumpling up the card.

Jack sighed.  
>Couldn't blame North for trying.<br>He noticed though that Pitch was still holding the card.  
>He stifled a smile and thought fast.<p>

'Shame', he said, careful not to be too over the top with his resigned tone, 'Tooth's really looking forward to it'.

Jack pretended not to notice Pitch's head perk up and continued.

'With you two both working nights it's been kinda hard to see her huh?'

Pitch stopped pacing and looked at Jack, one dark eyebrow raised.

'Are you attempting to manipulate me?' Pitch asked wryly.

Jack looked at the Boogeyman innocently. He tried to imagine a halo spontaneously materializing above his head. He ruined the effect by giving a smile that was more of a grin.

'Is it working?' Jack asked.

Pitch gave a derisive sniff and went back to frowning at the card.

'_Yeah it's working alright'_, Jack thought to himself.

'Come on Pitch', he practically pleaded, 'Good food, a few laughs and you and Tooth get to catch up. What's not to like?'

Pitch gave a heavy sigh.  
>He wasn't about to admit it but the thought of seeing Tooth sounded very pleasant indeed.<br>He enjoyed their talks but they had been thin on the ground as of late: Tooth was busy overseeing expansion of some of her towers at the Tooth Palace.  
>Surely he could put up with Frost, North, Sandman and even the rabbit for that?<p>

He thrust the crumpled up card into Jack's hands and raised an imperious finger.

'I want you to listen to me Frost. If I do decide to go to this dinner (and that is a very big 'If') tell North not to make a big deal out of it'

Jack backed up as Pitch advanced on him.

'No singing. No dancing. No parading elves', Pitch said seriously, counting them on his fingers.

Jack was leaning backwards over the balcony by this stage and was relieved when Pitch straightened up and granted him the space to do likewise.

'Clear?' Pitch asked.

Jack used his fingers to flash him a cheery 'OK' sign.

'Crystal', he promised.

As soon as Pitch and Tooth entered, there was explosion of colour.

Confetti rained down on the pair, landing like snow on their hair and head feathers respectively.  
>It had erupted from a golden horn that an elf was blowing hard into, a triumphant fanfare blaring into the room.<br>The enthusiasm in the music waned as the elf noticed a pair of yellow eyes staring at him with undisguised irritation before the tune died altogether with an undignified warble.

Tooth, undeterred by the faltering entrance music, whooped in delight and tried to catch some strands with one hand.  
>She used the other to gently touch Pitch's arm to quiet the growl rising from his throat.<p>

'It's okay Pitch', she said, smiling up at him, 'Everybody gets this. See?'

Pitch followed Tooth's pointing finger and saw Sandy standing a few feet away. His hair had been blown to one side by the force of the music and he was twiddling a finger in his ear. He had been plastered with so much colourful confetti that he looked like a golden ice cream dollop covered in sprinkles.

'Maybe we shouldn't have let him go in ahead of us', Tooth mused, concern creeping into her voice.

'We were only being polite', Pitch smirked, feeling a little better.  
>Schadenfreude was a truly wonderful thing.<p>

'And we are going to keep being polite. Right?'

'I promised I'd try didn't I?' Pitch said.

He had shown up on time.  
>He had opened the door for her.<br>He had even brushed his teeth before coming _and_ had breath mints in his robe!  
>What more could she expect him to do?!<p>

'Yes you did promise', Tooth agreed, 'Remember our contract?'

The contract is question had been a small piece of parchment Tooth had presented to him before they had entered the workshop.  
>Basically it had outlined the expectations of Pitch for the evening vis a vis trying to be pleasant, non-violent and trying to keep the sarcasm to a minimum. Tooth had drawn attention to the emphasis on the repeated use of the word 'trying': she didn't expect miracles, just sincere effort.<br>The reason Sandy had been able to enter first had been that Pitch had refused to sign as he hadn't a pen to hand. Tooth had produced one that had been tucked behind her ear. Pitch had then insisted on reading the small print. He had gotten halfway down the third paragraph before he realised he could no longer feel his toes and signed it out of simple self-preservation.

'First rule of business; get everything in writing', Tooth said, leading the way into the room.

North had a roaring fire going in the great hearth. The globe in the centre of the workshop was shining golden, bathing the room in warm light. Colourful streamers hung from the rafters and wondrous, decorative mechanical birds twittered and glided overhead. Pitch could hear the distant echoes of North's voice from elsewhere in the workshop: no doubt preparing the actual dinner while his guests got warmed up.  
>The desired welcoming effect was somewhat spoilt for Pitch however due to some sullen glances in his direction from some of North's 'staff'. Yetis stiffened as they noticed him and he saw the hairs on their necks stand up. The scuttling elves wandering here and there parted like the Red Sea as he approached.<br>Tooth was deliberately ignoring it: Pitch knew she was too smart not to notice.

'Let's get mingling', Tooth said as she noticed Pitch catch up with her.

'Yes. After all I can't stay too long', Pitch said.

'Why?' Tooth asked, 'You have somewhere else to be?'

'I'm just concerned I won't find a windmill to climb before they light their torches', Pitch deadpanned.

Tooth shook her head in exasperation but not without fondness before something caught her eye.

'Oh look, there's Bunny!' she said, waving.

Just one look at Bunny told Pitch he would not be welcome if he accompanied Tooth and he knew it would be unfair to ruin her desire for a conversation.  
>He did not have to look long for a distraction.<p>

'Oh look, there's a buffet', Pitch said to himself and headed for a long table heaped with hors d'oeuvreson silver trays.

'Hi Bunny', Tooth said in greeting.

Bunny shook his head and rubbed his eyes.  
>It bothered him he hadn't heard her approach.<p>

'Tooth, how are ya?' he asked, giving her a hug.

'Fine thanks', Tooth beamed, making note of Bunny's raw looking eyes, 'North's really outdone himself this time huh?'

Bunny was staring at the floor.

'Bunny? Bunny?!' Tooth said, clicking her fingers.

Bunny jumped, eyes wide.

'Huh?'

'Are you okay?' Tooth asked kindly.

Even with his dark markings, Tooth could see shadowy bags under Bunny's eyes. His whiskers were crooked and his ears were drooping, as if he had no energy to lift them.

'Yeah yeah', Bunny said waving a hand, 'Just had a bit of a rough night is all. Nightmares ya know?'

'You sure you're up to this?' Tooth asked, 'You look exhausted'.

She had never seen Bunny look so tired.  
>Even at Easter when he had lost his powers he had been more animated.<br>Now he was smiling but it was like melting snow: weak and transient.

'C'mon Tooth, wasn't gonna miss North's annual shindig. It's nice for everyone to get together ya know?'

There was a slight clatter from the buffet table.  
>An elf had accidentally dropped a pile of sausage rolls off the tray it had been carrying and onto the floor.<br>Pitch was holding one of the rolls and was looking at it suspiciously. He looked at the elf and asked a question. The elf flinched, holding its now empty platter up like a shield. Tooth was too far away to hear what was being said.  
>Bunny was not similarly handicapped.<br>Pitch's question was whether the sausage roll actually had any meat in it.  
>The elf nodded at first but at Pitch's continued cynical stare, this changed to a sorrowful shaking of the head. Pitch made a disgusted face and placed the sausage roll he had been holding back on the elf's empty platter. The elf, visibly grateful for Pitch's dismissal hopped off the table and crawled under the tablecloth.<p>

'Yep. Everyone', Bunny said resentfully.

Tooth touched Bunny's shoulder. She hid a wince at the feeling of the matted fur under her fingers. Bunny hadn't groomed himself today: his fur was usually so soft.

'I promise Bunny', she said, 'Pitch isn't the way he used to be. I'm not saying he's perfect. But he's trying'.

Bunny made a non-committal noise.

'Maybe he could help you with your nightmare problem?' Tooth offered, seeing a chance to establish common ground between the two.

Bunny's ears pricked up at that but for an entirely different reason.  
>It made sense.<br>Pitch's powers caused this. He could stop it.  
>Hell, he might even be bloody well causing it!<p>

'Maybe he could', Bunny said and crossed the room.

'Pitch', Bunny nodded curtly.

'Bunnymund', Pitch responded.

'Food's pretty great huh?' Bunny asked with an attempt at light heartedness.

Pitch nodded.  
>Why did the rabbit look so weary? And when was the last time he had bathed?<p>

'Makes a change from those rotten cockroaches eh?' Bunny laughed.

Pitch's eyes narrowed.  
>Was he making fun of him?!<br>No. He was overreacting. Too used to seeing Guardians as enemies.

'Makes a change from rabbit', Pitch said with his own attempt at light heartedness.

His attempt worked as well as Bunny's had. In that it didn't.

'Hey! I'm just tryin' to be friendly!' Bunny said, trying to smother the incredulity in his voice.

The rabbit was really starting to bug Pitch: no matter what he said the Guardian of Hope seemed determined to have a problem with him!  
>If that was the case, why speak to him at all?!<p>

'I see that', Pitch responded, 'You're failing'.

He chose a small sandwich and eyed it critically.  
>Bunny ignored Pitch's obvious signal that the conversation was concluded.<br>When Pitch saw Bunny fold his arms out of the corner of his eye, he knew he wasn't going to leave him in peace.

'Do you need something?' Pitch asked wearily before taking a bite of the sandwich.

It took most of Bunny's meditation techniques no to punch Pitch in the face right then and there.  
>Could he really have something to do with these nightmares?!<br>Why?!  
>Just to laugh about it?!<p>

'I haven't been sleeping well Pitch', Bunny said tersely, 'Know why?'

Pitch put down his sandwich and poured himself a drink of what smelt like mulled wine.  
>'<em>Just stay calm'<em>, he thought to himself, '_Don't bite. No matter how satisfying it would be'._

'Too much chocolate?' Pitch asked, studying his drink intently.

'Yeah right. I've been havin' nightmares Pitch', Bunny said coldly, 'And they haven't been little 'uns'.

'Sadly nothing to do with me', Pitch said off-handedly.

Bunny thumped a fist on the table.

'As a matter of fact they are. Do you remember my planet?'

Pitch felt a vein in his forehead begin to throb.  
>So that was it.<br>Some fresh start!

'_He started this'_, he snarled internally, '_Whatever comes next, it's not my fault!'_

'Odd, you think I would remember a planet full of giant talking rabbits', Pitch said with a vicious smirk, 'They're rare enough nowadays'.

Bunny took a step forward. He was taller than Pitch and seemed determined to let him know it. Pitch could see himself reflected in Bunny's watery, tired eyes.

'Maybe you didn't get a good look at it before you destroyed it. You may have forgotten Pitch but I haven't'.

Bunny cast a glance over his shoulder.  
>Tooth was talking to Sandy, taking no notice of the brewing trouble at the buffet.<p>

'Doesn't matter if the others think you've shed yer skin', Bunny growled, 'underneath a snake's still a snake'.

Pitch set his goblet down with a sharp _clank_. He turned to regard Bunny fully, eyes narrowed.

'Rabbits are afraid of snakes', he said in a low, cool voice, 'Shall we test that?'

'That an invitation?' Bunny asked, a humourless smile on his face.  
>He cracked his knuckles.<p>

'I believe it's called a 'threat'', Pitch said, lip curling, 'You're just too ignorant to spot the difference'.

Both of them were smiling at each other. Neither smile reached the wearer's eyes.  
>An elf that had been approaching them with cookies on a tray took one look at the developing situation and backed away slowly.<p>

'Let's settle this outside', Bunny said quietly, 'Don't wanna spoil the party'.

'We're not', Pitch retorted, 'We're just moving it outside. Let's see how well you dance rabbit'.

A shrill whistle stopped them both.  
>Sandy was tapping a foot irritably. Behind him on the other side of the room, Tooth was hovering, watching closely.<br>Pitch flounced away to join Tooth and Jack.  
>He was not in the mood for a lecture through sand Pictionary.<br>That left Bunny with Sandy.  
>Sandy pointed to North's image above the fireplace before sweeping a hand around the room.<br>Bunny got the message: _Don't ruin North's party. Whatever it is, it can wait._

'Sorry Sandy', Bunny said sheepishly, 'I'll keep a lid on it'.

Sandy patted his paw. His eyes were concerned as he conjured some dreamsand.  
>He pointed at it then at Bunny before pretending to fall asleep. He opened his eyes after a few seconds and stretched, smiling, obviously satisfied from the improvised snooze.<br>A question mark appeared above his head.  
>Bunny realised Tooth must have told Sandy to check on him. Who better to help him gets some much needed sleep?<p>

'Thanks mate', Bunny said, smiling gratefully, 'Some dreamsand might just do the trick'.

Sandy pretended to check an invisible watch on his wrist. He looked at Bunny expectantly and opened his arms questioningly.

'How long?' Bunny interpreted, 'I dunno. About a month. Nightmare's the same every time. You think there's something more to it?'

Sandy looked pensive.

'What was that all about?' Tooth asked as Pitch re-joined her.

Pitch blunted the cutting remark he had been preparing upon seeing Tooth's expression.  
>She was worried.<p>

'Discussing the laws of nature', Pitch said and added under his breath, 'Namely the food chain'.

'Speaking of food, I'm starving!' came a voice.

Jack landed between Tooth and Pitch. Judging from the excessive snow dusting the shoulders of his jacket, he had just arrived.

'Nice shoes Jack', Tooth giggled.

Pitch laughed too: he couldn't help himself.  
>Jack was wearing blue soft looking slippers with bells at the end of the curly toes. They jingled slightly as Jack moved his feet.<p>

'Yeah well, I promised North I wouldn't disappoint the elves', he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

'_I know the feeling'_, Pitch thought.

A tinkling noise attracted their attention.  
>An officious looking yeti was ringing a tiny bell held proudly between two thick leathery fingers.<br>Once he was certain all were paying attention, he bowed and opened large wooden double doors.  
>They could hear North's laughter beyond it.<br>Sandy floated past them, followed by Bunny who gave Frost a friendly slap on the back.  
>He didn't acknowledge Pitch.<br>This suited Pitch just fine.

'Shall we go in?' Tooth asked.

Pitch bowed and waved a hand towards the door magnanimously.

'Ladies first'.

Tooth laughed and flitted after Bunny and Sandy.

'That includes you Frost', Pitch smirked.

'Hardy har', Jack said, rolling his eyes, 'Seriously though Pitch, I'm proud of you'.

He playfully punched Pitch on the arm. Pitch raised an eyebrow slowly.

'In here. Socializing. Makin' friends'.

'Not with everybody', Pitch said quietly.

'Hey, it's gonna be fine. I got your back!' Jack said reassuringly before swapping to a childlike tone, 'Now try and behave in there okay?'

Pitch half-heartedly tried to grab him but Jack was already beyond his reach.  
>He stuck his head back out of the door and winked at Pitch.<p>

'Or no dessert!'


	2. Chapter 2

'Welcome friends! I am not one for speeches so will get straight down to tacks of brass. Eat, drink and make merry for tonight you dine!'

Polite applause greeted North's short introduction.  
>He stood at the head of a long table with a place set for each guest.<br>The room was warm thanks to the fire blazing in the carved fireplace set into the wall.  
>Jack gave several shrill whistles and Sandy tapped the butts of his knife and fork on the table to signal his anticipation.<br>The table was loaded with food: a whole turkey with all the trimmings, a massive cornucopia filled with fruit and a large steaming baked fish were just some of the dishes on offer.  
>His duties as host concluded, North retook his seat and began to tuck into a turkey leg with relish. Occasionally he incongruously dabbed his beard delicately with his napkin.<br>Jack was in the process of constructing a multi layered sandwich.  
>Sandy was marvelling at Jack's creative process as he sipped his soup quietly beside him. He wondered if Jack could unhinge his jaw.<br>Pitch rarely ate fresh food and was not sure of his preference for taste, save that he enjoyed meat. So, he had selected relatively unadventurous things to being with: turkey slices and a few cocktail sausages.  
>Beside him, Tooth, favouring fruit, was enjoying a colourful salad she had made herself.<br>Directly across from Tooth, Bunny had not touched the plate of lettuce and carrots he had chosen.  
>He was on his third glass of wine.<br>It surprised him he hadn't thought of it before.  
>Nothing like a dose of bubbly to knock someone out.<br>His head was splitting already so what further harm could a hangover do?

'Bunny, slow down a bit eh? Don't want you ending up under table!' North laughed.

Bunny smiled with great effort and it seemed to satisfy North.  
>He directed his attention to Pitch.<p>

'So glad you could come Pitch', North smiled, 'How do you like everything?'

Pitch swallowed his mouthful and became aware that several pairs of eyes were on him thanks to North's question.

'It's lovely', Pitch said, self-conscious that he had never had a friendly conversation with the Russian before, 'Thank you for the invitation'.

Tooth touched his leg under the table and Pitch felt his face flush at the contact.

'It was least I could do after all your help at Valentine's Day', North said.

'Well…I spent most of it brainwashed just like the rest of you', Pitch responded, 'I don't know if I helped exactly-'

'But you helped Tooth when we could not', North interjected warmly, 'For that we are all grateful'.

He raised his mug in salute.  
>Sandy and Jack, taking the hint raised theirs too.<br>Pitch squirmed in his seat as Tooth raised her glass.  
>He didn't know what to do with himself.<br>He had already said 'thank you' but that was in regards to being invited. Would he be repeating himself if he said 'thank you' again?  
>North's voice cut through his anxious thoughts.<p>

'Come Bunny, join us!'

'In what?' came an angry retort.

Everyone stared at Bunny.  
>Bunny downed another drink and twirled the stem of his glass.<p>

'In a toast of course!' North said, seemingly unaffected by Bunny's lacklustre attitude, 'To second chances!'

'Yeah. Okay', Bunny said bitterly.

He stood up and picked up a nearby wine bottle.  
>It spilled over his fingers as he refilled his glass.<br>He cleared his throat.  
>Jack, Sandy and Tooth shared confused glances.<br>Pitch's eyes narrowed as he met Bunny's defiant stare.

'Here's to Pitch Black', Bunny said grandly, 'Without whom we would not all be sitting here today'.

North nodded and began to take a drink.  
>But Bunny had not finished.<p>

'Especially Sandy', he muttered, 'Who wouldn't be here at all'.

Everybody heard him.  
>North gagged on his mouthful and had a brief coughing fit.<br>Sandy slapped his own forehead.  
>Jack inhaled sharply.<p>

'Okay', Jack said, trying to keep the peace, 'Thanks Bunny. Let's sit down and-'

'And what?' Bunny asked with a humourless laugh, 'Pretend this is perfectly normal?'

'Let. Him. Speak', Pitch said through gritted teeth.

His nails were digging into the arms of his chair.  
>Tooth couldn't figure out what to do and unfortunately Bunny seemed to be building up steam.<p>

'Why thank you Pitch! Almost makes me forget that you've spent the last hundred… two hundred… heck, I've lost count! How many years _have_ you been scaring the living daylights outta kids Pitch?! Making all our jobs harder?!'

'Bunny', North barked.  
>The obvious warning in North's voice should have been a red flag but Bunny did not seem to notice.<br>Sandy and Jack's heads were swivelling between Pitch and Bunny like spectators at a tennis match.

'Yet here we are havin' a tea party with him as the bleedin' guest of honour! Well I hope you enjoy it Pitch 'cause hope's what I'm all about'.

Bunny waved his arm carelessly but dropped his glass.  
>It shattered on the floor.<br>This seemed to snap him out of his rant.  
>He finally seemed to notice the shocked looks on everyone's faces.<br>Where had all that come from?  
>He felt nauseous and his heart was racing: he'd definitely had too much to drink.<p>

'Sorry North', Bunny said, shoulders sagging, 'I-I don't know what's wrong with me'.

He began to sit down.

'I know what's wrong with you', Pitch said quietly.

Bunny stopped dead.

'You don't know when to keep your mouth shut', Pitch said airily.

Tooth shook her head in disbelief but Pitch ignored her.  
>The rabbit wanted a scene, he'd give him one.<p>

'What?' Bunny asked in a dangerous, low voice.

'Sit down before you say something else you regret', Pitch said coldly, 'Treat yourself. Have another drink'.

The tension in Bunny finally exploded.

'The only thing I regret is not doing this sooner!' Bunny snarled.

Pitch bared his teeth when he saw there was suddenly a boomerang in Bunny's hand.  
>Jack gave a wordless shout and North slammed his mug down.<br>Sandy's eyes widened.

'Bunny stop!' Tooth yelled.

Suddenly, Bunny gasped in pain and began to twitch. His plate crashed to the floor as his arms flailed wildly. His eyes were rolling back in his head and his mouth gaped like that of a beached fish.  
>North, Sandy, Tooth and Jack leapt from their chairs.<br>Pitch realised the reason for the rabbit's aggression instantly.  
>The nightmares.<br>Bunny swung the hand holding the boomerang at them and shouted in wordless fear.  
>Pitch remained seated. He could sense Bunny was not seeing his friends. He was seeing whatever terrors tormented him in the night and was desperate to keep them away.<br>Pitch lost patience when Bunny's boomerang nearly clipped Tooth's cheek as she tried to stop his thrashing.  
>There was no time to explain what had to be done.<p>

'That's enough!' Pitch snarled and flung his hand out.

A blast of shadows erupted from his fingertips and enveloped Bunny's head like an attacking octopus. It caught Bunny by surprise. Bunny's boomerang fell from his hand and clattered onto the floor as Bunny began to claw at the black mass covering his face.  
>Pitch swiftly rose and began to move his arm back in a pulling motion.<p>

'What are you doing?!' Jack cried, 'Let him go!'

Pitch ignored him.  
>Jack began to panic as he saw Bunny's fingers begin to spasm and his movements grow weaker.<br>North had already leapt the table was trying to pull Pitch back.  
>He was grunting with the effort. Pitch, having anticipated resistance had used his powers to anchor himself to the long, heavy table.<p>

'Pitch! I said 'let him go'!' Jack shouted, staff gleaming coldly, 'Now!'

'Jack! North!' Tooth shouted, moving between Jack and Pitch, 'Look!'

Something was emerging from the centre of Bunny's head as Pitch continued to pull.  
>A black bubble was rising to the surface. Its oil like surface showed distorted images as it caught the light. It began to move towards Pitch, stretching like a piece of black chewing gum.<br>It reminded Jack of drawing poison from a wound: as he drew the comparison he realised what Tooth meant.

'Tooth knows! You need to pull problems out', Pitch said, straining with effort as he pulled, 'By. The. Root!'

The strand snapped and Pitch and North were both thrown backwards as the tension vanished.  
>The shadows vanished from Bunny's face as he collapsed onto the floor insensate.<br>The extracted black bubble hung in the air.  
>It spun once, twice then burst open, the two halves continuing to levitate.<p>

A dark cloud enveloped the room and a great wind erupted out of nowhere. The tablecloth whipped and flapped in the fierce gusts.  
>Jack couldn't believe what he was seeing.<br>It was as if they were no longer in North's dining room.

Around them, the branches of blackened dead trees groaned in the wind. The grass beneath Jack's feet was brown and dead, mud squelching between his toes.  
>He spat reflexively as he tasted iron in his mouth.<br>Where those screams he could hear?! Where were they coming from?!  
>Desperately looking around for help, he spotted Sandy a few feet away.<br>He tried calling to him but he couldn't even hear his own voice!

Sandy recognised the nightmare for what it was instantly. He tried to begin the ritual to cleanse it into dreamsand but was caught fast in the nightmare's constricting aura. His arms felt heavy and weak even as he struggled to form the signs.

North could see shadowy shapes running past him and heard a sound like thunder rumble above like a giant's laughter. He saw a figure, smaller than the rest stumble and fall.  
>He tried to reach for the child (what else could it be?) but even as he watched, he saw a shadow looming over it. Something falling.<br>He tried to shout for help: he could do nothing else even as he saw the child like figure vanish beneath a mound of rubble from a damaged building.

Tooth was huddled on the floor, the breeze making it impossible for her to fly.  
>She cracked open her eyes, shielding them from the wind with her arms and saw Pitch ahead of her.<br>Unlike her and the others, he was unmoved by the wind.  
>He was looking up in at what had formerly been North's ceiling, eyes darting as if trying to pin down an irksome insect.<p>

Suddenly, Pitch leapt up and reached for the orb, immune to the nightmare's paralytic effects.  
>Pitch grabbed the remains of the bubble and crammed them back together, squishing them between his fingers.<br>He knelt as if it were a large creature he was trying to choke into submission.  
>He was whispering something into his cupped fingers but it was hurried and not in any language anybody in the room could have translated even if they could have heard it.<br>As Pitch's incantation slowed, light began to cut through the nightmare.  
>Like steam on glass, it began to fade, the reality of North's dining room bleeding through the darkness.<br>Just before it vanished completely, a disembodied, unfamiliar voice echoed around the walls.

'_Come back to us Aster. Come home. You are our last hope…'_

'What _was_ that?!' North asked.

Pitch opened his cupped hands in answer to the question.  
>A small black horse whinnied as it pawed the skin of Pitch's hand.<p>

'That thing we saw was one of Bunny's nightmares?' Jack asked, astonished, 'It's tiny'.

Pitch got to his feet, swaying slightly.  
>Tooth helped him to steady himself.<p>

'Leave a nightmare in someone's head and it can turn poisonous', Pitch explained, 'It's under control now. I've absorbed most of it'.

'Sorry for the grabbing', North said, embarrassed and shaken by what they had all just witnessed.

Pitch nodded curtly, petting the nightmare gently with one finger.

'Is Bunny gonna be okay?' Jack asked, staring at his friend's unconscious form. 

Bunny lay where he had fallen.  
>North picked him up and placed him into a nearby armchair.<br>Sandy felt Bunny's forehead and touched two fingers to his neck before nodding at Jack.  
>Conjuring a dreamsand fan: he began to wave it to cool Bunny down.<p>

'Why was it so strong Sandy?' North asked.

Sandy tried to select appropriate pictures to explain but Pitch interjected.

'Sometimes dreams are more than dreams. They're messages. Something or someone was trying to use this nightmare to tell him something. It didn't all come from inside his head'.

Sandy nodded at Pitch's explanation, looking impressed and somewhat relieved he had not needed to explain the concept.

'But where did the message come from?' North asked.

Sandy formed a series of golden stars that got bigger and bigger until they covered the entire room.  
>Golden planets zipped by them and galaxies swirled and glittered.<br>Pitch sheltered the little nightmare under the fingers of one hand to protect it from being purified by the granules. He rarely got to study recurring nightmares.

'Space?' Jack interpreted, 'But what could be out there?'

'My home'.

They turned at the sound of a weak voice.  
>Bunny's eyes were bleary as he rubbed his head.<br>North brought him a mug from the table.  
>It was filled with hot chocolate.<br>He guided it into Bunny's paws. Bunny accepted it gratefully and took a sip.

'Sorry everyone', he said, licking the chocolate from his lips, 'Didn't mean to ruin things. Don't know what came over me: felt like something was trying to burst outta my skull'.

'It was', North said, 'One nasty nightmare. How do you feel now?'

'I feel like a horse has kicked me in the head. Fitting right?'

'You said something about your home', Jack prompted, intrigued by the emerging scenario.

'You just saw what happened to it', Bunny said sadly.

Jack lowered his eyes. That nightmare had been horrible.

'Where was it?' he asked, 'It looked strange'.

'Oh, I forgot you wouldn't know. Jack, that wasn't Earth. It was my home planet'.

'You're from another planet?!' Jack cried.

'That's right', Bunny said with a fond smile, 'It didn't have a name though'.

'Why?' Jack asked, eager to hear more.

'We just never bothered to give it one', Bunny said, 'Our job was to oversee other planets. It seemed more important to name them since we were helping them grow'.

'What exactly are you then?' Jack asked, 'I thought you were a regular bunny before you became a Guardian'.

'I'm what you call a 'Pooka'', Bunny said, 'I just looked like a rabbit when I was on Earth: it was my assignment. For some reason the sunlight made me shrink every time I was there but it didn't get in the way of the work. Earth never needed a lotta attention: plants grew easily, oceans had regular tides, good healthy sun and humans were smart enough to take care of themselves. Sorta boring job really. Didn't need round the clock surveillance so I just popped back occasionally to make sure everything was normal'.

'Always meant to ask how did you get to Earth so quickly? You told me your planet is long way away', North said, 'Part of the Lunar Imperium like Manny's'.

'Used a doorway', Bunny said simply but then corrected himself, 'Well it's not really a doorway. More like a… a tunnel, yeah, a tunnel between two points in space'.

'Like a Stargate?' Jack asked, looking enthralled with Bunny's story.  
>He hadn't known Bunny was an alien!<p>

'Never heard of one of those', Bunny said, scratching his head, 'Good name though. So one day I'm on Earth in the Warren (used to be the control centre) doing my usual checks when the 'star gate' starts going crazy'.

Bunny's face darkened.

'What you saw was what I saw when opened the portal to home. Before I could get through to help, the tunnel collapsed and the star gate stopped working'.

'Leaving you stranded', Tooth mused.

'And totally powerless', Bunny said, 'Eventually Sandy spotted me wandering around aimlessly. Knew I wasn't a regular rabbit soon as he saw me. Brought me to Manny who offered me a way to get back to my old self. After a little while, I was back to me old self and a Guardian to boot'.

'What about the stargate?' Jack asked, 'Couldn't you fix it?'

'I tried but I couldn't figure out how. Stopped tryin' after a while. Even Manny didn't know how to help: we had never shared our technology with other members of the Lunar Imperium. Figured even if I fixed it, who knows what horrors would be waitin' on the other side? Just tried to move on'.

'But then where is the message coming from?' North asked.

'That's what I need to find out', Bunny said determinedly.

'What are you saying?' Jack asked.

'Look guys, I love you all', Bunny said, casting his eyes around the assembly, '(well, mostly) and I love Earth. But I need to make sure. I need to see it with my own eyes. I don't know how I'm gonna get there but-'

'You mean how _'we'_ are gonna get there', Jack said.

'You sure?' Bunny asked, ears straightening.

'You're seriously asking if I'm I sure I wanna help one of my closest friends find out what happened to his home planet?' Jack asked, rolling his eyes.

'It's gonna be dangerous', Bunny warned.

'It's space Bunny. Danger's what makes it exciting', Jack said.

'Well, we can't do anything yet', Bunny said, 'Easter's only two weeks away. I need to be here'.

'Gives us time to get ready', North said, 'Have had designs for spacecraft for few decades now. Little side project I have been working on. I could pilot it: already nearly managed take off once!'

''Nearly'?' Pitch said sardonically, 'Forgot to carry a one on the 'reindeer power' calculations no doubt'.

He stifled a gasp as Tooth elbowed him in the stomach.

'Don't be silly!' North said, looking confused, 'Reindeer cannot breathe in space! Ship functions using thaumic engine I made. Powered by same energy used in snowglobes'.

'Hey, why don't we just use a snowglobe?' Jack asked.  
>He thought it was a good idea. Even though it would cut out the tantalising 'space travel' part of the experience.<p>

'Need to have an idea of where destination is', North said with regret, 'Also need to know what we are looking for'.

'And if there's something there to find', Bunny said.

'How does a thaumic engine work?' Tooth asked.  
>She had always been fascinated by North's machines. The man was practically a wizard: combining earthly materials with magic to create wondrous things he designed himself. He never kept blueprints, preferring to build instinctively. This organic approach was totally at odds with Tooth's careful categorization: the main reason it intrigued her so much.<p>

'Basically allows ship to travel vast distances in very short amount of time through sub space', North summed up.  
>There was no point going into the delicacies of the thing: they'd be there all night.<p>

Jack was smiling.  
>North's tone suggested it had been no hardship at all to create what was basically a-<p>

'Warp drive', Jack said, eyes shining, 'It's a real life warp drive!'

'Yes…yes I like sound of that!' North said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, 'Where are you getting these wonderful words?'

'Jamie's been showing me some great TV shows lately', Jack smiled.

Pitch fought to keep a sneer from his face.  
>Television, a failed prototype and a message from nowhere: obviously the ideal foundations on which to base a dangerous mission.<br>Were these really the same people that had defeated him last Easter?  
>Or had they lowered their standards when he had stopped trying to actively destroy them?<p>

'Well, if you three are going, Sandy and I will have to stay here', Tooth said, 'We work every night so even with just the two of us it'll be easy to keep belief going while you're gone'.

'But Sandy's the only one who's travelled through that part of space before', Bunny said, 'How are we supposed to know where we're goin' without him?'

'You've never travelled through space?' Jack asked.

'Only ever used the 'star gate' mate', Bunny shrugged, 'They were designed so my people wouldn't have to use spaceships anymore'.

'And him being afraid of heights makes flying difficult', Pitch said simply, earning him a scowl from Bunny.

North looked at Sandy and shrugged.  
>Sandy pointed at himself and shook his head.<br>Tooth collection and dreamsand dispersal would have to continue. With three Guardians gone, it was more imperative than ever to maintain belief in them until they got back. At least they would have months until Christmas for North and Jack didn't have a 'holiday' to worry about.  
>There was another option for a guide: someone else who didn't technically have any responsibilities.<br>But Sandy was fairly sure Bunny was not going to like it.  
>When Sandy pointed at Pitch, he was proven right.<p>

'No way', Bunny said.

'Absolutely not', Pitch said.

They had spoken in unison.

'But Sandy says you've been in space before', Tooth said.

'Sandy should also know my memories from back then are not what you'd call 'reliable'', Pitch said, annoyed.

'Well, then what about some of those lunar texts in your lair?' Tooth asked, 'Pretty sure I saw some maps. And we can use your teeth to see if we can find any useful memories'.

Sandy glared at Pitch.  
>He had finally figured out where some of his missing volumes might have gone.<p>

'Sounds good!' North said, 'Bunny can listen for distress call, Pitch can help us find it, I will pilot and Jack can…uh…'

'Act as morale officer?' Jack offered, 'Make sure that everyone, you know, _gets along'_.

'No need', Pitch said, 'I'm not going'.  
>He turned on his heel and stalked out of the room.<br>Jack and Tooth shared a look.  
>Jack's eyes darted at the doorway Pitch had left through then back to Tooth.<br>She in turn flicked her eyes between Jack and Bunny.  
>The two gave almost imperceptible nods.<p>

As Tooth flew after Pitch, Bunny grumbled, 'Who needs him anyway? Gonna have enough to worry about without him hauntin' the ship'.

'Bunny. Can we talk?' Jack asked, pulling him away from the others before Bunny could answer.

Tooth quickly caught up to Pitch.

He had thought to let the nightmare out of a window to allow it to join the others in the lair.  
>One look at the fierce blizzard outside had put an end to that plan.<br>As well as his intention to phase into the shadows: he would have to go outside to use them. North had defences that stopped shadow teleportation inside the workshop.

'This was a bad idea', Pitch said, as Tooth stopped beside him, 'I shouldn't have come'.

'If you hadn't then that nightmare would still be in Bunny's head', Tooth said then after a moment of hesitation asked, 'You really don't remember anything about his planet?'

'Do I remember destroying it you mean?' Pitch asked bluntly.

'You said you didn't and I believe you', Tooth said reassuringly, 'I'm just asking if you can help, that's all'.

Pitch placed the little nightmare carefully into an inside pocket of his robe.

'When I crashed on Earth all those centuries ago I lost a lot of power as well as memories. Not that the rabbit seems to care'.

'He's in pain Pitch', Tooth said but held up her hands as he seemed about to object, 'I'm not saying he wasn't out of line in there. But if you can help, you should'.

Pitch said nothing.

'Why did you come to this dinner?' Tooth asked.

'To see you mostly', Pitch said, wondering where Tooth was going with this.

'What other reasons?' she prompted.

Pitch didn't say anything: he didn't know what to say.  
>Why <em>had<em> he come? He had known his presence might cause ructions but he had come anyway.  
>Out of boredom perhaps?<br>Tooth answered for him.

'I think it was because you want them to see the real you'.

Tooth touched his face.

'To see what I see in you. And if you're the person I think you are, you know this is your chance. You only fail if you don't try'.

Tooth took her hand away.  
>Pitch looked thoughtful.<p>

'You should put that on a fridge magnet', he quipped, 'I suppose I could look through my books. By the way, judging from his face, Sandy might want them back once we're done'.

'Bunny, you gotta ease up a bit', Jack said bluntly.

'It's because of him I'm even having this problem', Bunny said sourly.

'We don't know that'.

'Who else could put rotten things in my head like that? He was cooing over that nightmare like it was a fluffy kitten!'

'That's what we're gonna find out right? And like it or not, we might need Pitch. Or at least some of his books'.

'I know but how can he not remember Jack?! How many other planets did he destroy?!'

'Maybe he really doesn't remember Bunny', Jack shrugged.

'Well I remember losing my family even if he doesn't and I'll make him realise what he did if it's the last thing I do!'

'Bunny calm down. I know you're upset-'

'You have no idea how I feel!' Bunny raged.

Jack looked like Bunny had just punched him.  
>His grip clenched on his staff.<p>

'Right', Jack said in a quiet, tight voice, 'Okay'.

Bunny felt sick: he had actually just said that.  
>To the one person who could possibly know how alone he felt.<br>Gods he was stupid!  
>Had he always been this bitter and the nightmare just brought it into the light?<br>He hated feeling like this.  
>And he hated how he had made Jack feel.<br>Some friend he was.

'Bloody hell', Bunny sighed, 'Jack I'm-I'm so sorry. I don't know why I said that. My head's still all messed up'.

'It's fine Bunny', Jack said gently, 'I won't hold it against you. I know Pitch can rub people the wrong way and you haven't slept in a month'.

Jack perched easily on the arm of Bunny's chair and affably patted his friend's shoulder.

'You really think he would help?' Bunny asked, staring into the depths of his hot chocolate.

'He came to the dinner didn't he? Why do that if he didn't want to try and reach out to us? Okay, he made a couple of mistakes but so did you. And he did get that thing out of your head instead of punching you in the face'.

'You got me there', Bunny admitted, mollified by Jacks teasing smile, 'Alright. I'll try'.

Bunny and Jack re-entered just as Tooth and Pitch did.  
>Jack gave Tooth a surreptitious thumbs up.<br>Sandy and North had been cleaning up the mess the nightmare had caused when it had emerged but paused when they saw Bunny and Pitch approach each other.

'Thanks for pulling that thing out of my head', Bunny said abruptly, 'I'm sorry for flyin' off the handle like that. I'm not meself right now'.

'I know what that feels like', Pitch said, 'You're welcome'.

'I'm gonna be honest: I still don't trust you', Bunny said neutrally, 'But Tooth and Jack do. If they say you're alright, I'm willing to try'.

'As am I', Pitch said.

Bunny extended a hand stiffly and Pitch took it.

'_One wrong move'_, Bunny promised mentally, _'One wrong word at the wrong time, one wrong look in my direction and I'll stuff you in an airlock'._

'_In space nobody will hear you scream rabbit', _Pitch thought to himself_, 'I'll make sure of it'._

They shook hands once and both let go quickly.

There were visible signs of relief as the tension in the room dwindled.

'Not that is sorted, meet back here the day after Easter', North said, checking a gold watch he had produced from his waistcoat pocket, 'Will work out assignments for each of you in the meantime. Then we blast off!'


	3. Chapter 3

Bunny ticked another item off his checklist and exhaled in contentment.  
>It felt great to have his energy back!<br>A concoction of hot chocolate and dreamsand before bed at Sandy's recommendation, a good Easter and he was back to his own self. Like the last month of nightmares had never happened.  
>He realised Pitch probably deserved more of the credit for actually extracting the thing and felt his stomach knot at the thought of facing him after how he had acted at the dinner.<br>But, needs must.  
>Sandy, Tooth and Pitch had spent an entire day scouring the lunar volumes Pitch kept in his lair and had found nothing that Sandy and Pitch did not already know. The two had constructed a map based on the galaxy as Sandy remembered it and how Pitch partly remembered it. Tooth had looked at Pitch's memories stored in his teeth but found nothing concrete that would confirm the status of the Pooka homeworld. She did say that when Pitch was back in space, the surroundings might trigger his memories but until then, the map and Pitch's interpretation of it would have to do.<p>

Bunny's assigned task from North had been to gather supplies and store them until they could be transported onto the ship.  
>In the last two weeks, he had gathered enough to feed them for months and carefully itemised it before storing it in large egg shaped containers. He was rolling these to the exit tunnel leading to North's workshop. He was glad he had dug it centuries ago on the off chance that humans ever decided to fully colonise the North Pole.<br>Tooth, Jack and Sandy had helped gather various items he couldn't grow himself in the Warren's multiple gardens.  
>He had just smiled and tapped his nose when they had asked him how he was going to keep it fresh until the trip.<br>Food never expired in the Warren for the same reason that it was always Spring.  
>It was one of his people's most revolutionary and closely guarded inventions: a Paradox Engine.<br>Egg shaped and made of an unknown metal, it floated of its own accord, surface shimmering as it turned slowly in place.  
>Originally designed to terraform planets, it manipulated time in a designated area to accelerate or decelerate growth. Each Warren was equipped with a more simplistic model in a room at its heart that could only be set to 'stasis'. It ensured each base remained comfortable for the Pookas working there by replicating the conditions of their home planet.<br>Since his forced settlement on Earth, Bunny had found it even more invaluable: it really helped to make sure his eggs didn't go off in the run up to Easter.  
>Checklist in hand, Bunny surveyed the load in front of him.<br>Each egg container was flat on the bottom, allowing them to stand. They were light despite holding a lot more than they seemed to.  
>He had colour coded them depending on their contents.<br>Green for fruit and vegetables, red for meat, blue for water and so on.  
>At least ten were barrels of water. Despite Jack reassuring him that he could create extra water using his powers at a pinch, Bunny knew a re-supply might prove difficult. He knew there were definitely locations on the way to his home planet that they could find water but that was only if they were still as Bunny remembered them.<br>In addition to the general food supplies, he had set aside a few 'special' eggs.  
>One was for North and painted red with striped candy canes, Jack's was pale blue with snowflakes and Bunny's personal one was green with egg shapes. Pitch's was black with no decoration.<br>These held specific food items that each crewmember had each specifically asked Bunny to pack (with the exception of Pitch who had not asked for anything).  
>North's held stuff like gingerbread, mulled wine and eggnog. Jack's had potato chips, soda and Skittles. Bunny's had carrots and chocolate.<br>Gathering food for North and Jack had been easy to prepare and store. Humans ate pretty much anything they could find and usually way more of it than was good for them.  
>Bunny had no idea what Pitch ate.<br>Did he eat at all?  
>He knew Pitch didn't really eat children like the stories said. They would all be nervous about the journey but would that amount of fear be enough to sustain him?<br>He guessed Pitch was biologically closer to Sandy since they were both former members of the Lunar Imperium. Then again, the Imperium had encompassed many different planets with many different races: there was no guarantee they had been the same species before Kozmotis had been corrupted.  
>Pitch was technically a unique creature.<p>

'Looks like we have something in common after all', Bunny mused as his eyes alighted on the next egg to be rolled.

It was painted a light brown with bunny faces on it.  
>Bunny inhaled deeply, enjoying the smell: the sweet scent emanating from the egg always reminded him of home.<p>

'Everybody likes chocolate right?' he asked uncertainly, 'Everyone back home did. Nearly everyone on Earth does. I mean…what's not to like?'

As he thought about it, he became aware of the sound of crickets chirping from the bushes.  
>Bugs! There was an idea.<br>But if that was just a rumour, Pitch wasn't likely to be happy if Bunny showed up with egg containers full of crickets as rations for him.  
>And what if he ate bugs but just didn't like crickets?<br>He had promised to give Pitch a chance and that's what he was going to do.  
>He wasn't about to jeopardise his chances by serving up something Pitch may take offence to.<p>

'I'll ask Tooth', he said thoughtfully and marked his checklist with a question mark for Pitch's egg.

North was giving Sandy and Jack a tour of the ship.  
>Sandy had helped with the design, using his vast knowledge of Lunar Imperium vessels as well as the numerous dreams North had previously had about finishing the project. A few corrections to North's original design and the ship had been finished with time to spare.<br>Jack had been in charge of gathering the energy needed for the engine with the help of a couple of hundred of Tooth's fairies. Sandy had provided a gigantic dreamsand bag which easily dwarfed North's humongous toy storage bag he used every Christmas to transport toys. Each diminutive fairy had helped to spread the mouth of the bag wide while Jack had called upon the North wind to gently guide the precious magical particles from the Aurora Borealis into the waiting bag. Once filled with with the rainbow coloured vapour, Sandy had condensed the bag down until it was no bigger than the bags Jack saw people carrying at Burgess mall. North had fed the bag to the immense golden machine in the ship's engine room and done a joyful dance when he saw the arrow on the pressure gauge catapult into the green.

The ship itself was kept in a large hangar adjacent to North's main workshop.  
>It reminded Jack of a strange cross between a jumbo jet and an old fashioned pirate ship. Its exterior was wooden but inscribed with various runes that North had said were 'for protection and stability'. North did not seem concerned about the wood's exposure to Earth's atmosphere so Jack was not worried either.<br>The ship had two decks with separate quarters for each crew member, a dining hall, a navigation room, and a hold that was soon to be filled with the supplies Bunny would be bringing on the day of launch.  
>The thaumic engine would get them into space and according to Sandy, would generate a defensive shield enabling the crew to venture out onto the deck while in space. It also satisfied Jack's questions about how a wooden ship could possibly survive in space. This shield would also repel obstacles such as asteroids or debris, provided they were not too big.<br>Once in space however, it would be best to conserve the engine, keeping a close eye on the pressure gauge. North had several snowglobes standing by to act as 'escape pods' in the worst case scenario but none of them wanted to abandon the mission for the ignominious reason of running out of fuel.  
>That was where the three dreamsand sails rising majestically out of the deck came in.<br>These would capture additional energy from alternate sources to charge the engine such as positive energy from the crew's good dreams or suitable alien elements in the area.

'Meant to say Jack, I am impressed. You did not seem too surprised Bunny is an alien', North commented as the three of them walked up a narrow stairway to the deck.

'He _is_ a giant rabbit', Jack laughed, 'As good an explanation as any right?'

They emerged onto the deck.  
>The ship was raised at an angle: North was going to use a long curved ramp to take off, much like he used for his sleigh.<br>Jack wondered at the sails billowing above them as yetis scrubbed the deck and meticulously polished wood. One yeti was gently turning the steering wheel with another yeti beside him using a complicated looking instrument to take readings of some kind.

'This is amazing guys!' Jack enthused, truly amazed at what Sandy and North had accomplished, 'But, won't Pitch's powers won't affect the dreamsand? Don't like the idea of that sail bursting into nightmares'.

'He needs to concentrate to change it. Simple touch or proximity won't do it', North replied, taking a small hammer out of his pocket to deal with some protruding nails that had been overlooked on a nearby railing, 'But Sandy says we may need someone able to manipulate the sand in case of emergency or trouble'.

'Trouble?' Jack asked.

He watched as Sandy generated a few sand pictures.  
>Each one was of a creature Jack had never seen before but he could think of a couple of words to describe how they looked.<br>'Friendly' was not one of them.

'Right', Jack said, rubbing the back of his neck, 'But Bunny's people, the Pookas, they're friendly?'

Sandy nodded.  
>The Pookas had never been openly hostile in his dealings with them.<br>As a species they had been reclusive and very protective of their space, preferring to avoid confrontation through advanced defensive shields.  
>Even though they were members of the Imperium, they had rarely shown interest in other planets or the minutiae of politics, preferring to continue their various research projects unimpeded.<br>Sandy wouldn't have called them 'friendly' but they had been reasonable enough to deal with: sensible and long sighted.  
>He wondered if Bunny would get culture shock. After being away for so long, Bunny had undoubtedly been influenced by Earth's more empathic, honest slant.<p>

'Bunny hardly ever talks about himself', Jack said, 'Now I guess I know why. You really think his planet's still up there somewhere?'

Sandy was forced to shake his head sadly.  
>He had received word of the planet's destruction himself all those centuries ago.<br>It did not mean no other Pookas had survived or rebuilt the planet since then but he thought it unfair to get Jack's hopes up. He knew Bunny would be thinking the same way he was.

North put down his hammer, satisfied no coat would suffer at the hands of an errant nail.  
>It bothered him to see his friends so despondent.<p>

'Well, who can really know?' North said, laying a hand on Jack's shoulder, 'To find the truth is always a hard journey but it helps to have friends go with you'.

Jack smiled gratefully but there was something else bothering him.  
>It had been steadily creeping to become one of the foremost of his thoughts as the days to blast off counted down.<p>

'You think Bunny and Pitch are gonna be _okay_ together?' he asked.

Sandy caught his eye.  
>Jack realised this had been on his mind too.<p>

'I am sure they will be fine', North said before Jack finished his sentence, 'They are big boys'.

Sandy nodded.

'They know how important teamwork is to a mission like this one and with Bunny no longer having the 'nightmare sickness', I am sure we have nothing to worry about', North said a little too breezily.

Sandy smiled reassuringly.

'Yeah you're right', Jack agreed lightly, 'Nothing to worry about'.

The trio looked at each other uncomfortably, smiles fading.  
>None of them could read minds but they could tell they were all thinking the same thing.<p>

Pressurised container. Tempers flaring. Sensitive equipment. Lack of escape route.

'Their rooms are at opposite ends of this thing right?' Jack asked delicately.

'Oh yes yes!' North said, clearing his throat, 'I designed it that way. Not that I do not trust them you understand?!'

Sandy shook his head, emphatically agreeing.  
>It was just the way things had worked out! He definitely hadn't made a slight alteration to the blueprint and North had definitely not nodded subtly when Sandy had done it. Which he hadn't.<p>

'No! No!' Jack said, 'Of course not. They'll be fine'.

'And we will be there', North said.

'Yes. Yes we will', Jack said and after a pause added, 'But…you did say we were bringing some yetis?'

'Of course!' North confirmed, 'Need them for heavy lifting, flying the ship, maintenance…'

'Deterrents?' Jack chimed in.

Sandy nodded vigorously.

'Was not going to say that', North objected, 'That being said, if Pitch and Bunny thought the same way you do, it would maybe not exactly be totally bad thing. By the way Sandy, you bring that extra bag of dreamsand I asked for? Just in case?'

'Do you think you'll need sunscreen?' Tooth asked, eyes turned upwards.

Pitch was practicing for the 'gravitational shifts' Sandy had warned them might happen once they were free of Earth's atmosphere.  
>He was walking up the walls and then standing with his feet on the lair's ceiling. The shadows beneath his feet were very effective anchors: zero gravity would not be an issue.<br>He seemed totally at ease hanging upside down like an overgrown bat but looking at him was making Tooth dizzy.

She was kneeling in the lair's main chamber, a large trunk made of dark wood open in front of her.  
>She was quite proud of herself.<br>After a couple of long visits over the last month, the lair was starting to lose its oppressive atmosphere she had formerly felt so keenly. Or maybe she just no longer noticed it.  
>She was usually too busy with Pitch.<br>Today's activity was packing for the long journey ahead.

'Does one usually carry much luggage on an intergalactic road trip?' Pitch asked, disappearing into the ceiling and emerging from a pool of shadows on the floor a second later.

'Seriously', Tooth said, refusing to be distracted, 'what do you think: sunscreen or scarf and gloves?'

'I suppose either extreme is possible', Pitch acknowledged, looking at the sunscreen bottle and warm pieces of clothing Tooth was holding up for his inspection.

'Both then', Tooth nodded.

As she placed them inside the case, she surveyed the other items she had neatly lined up to be packed.

'Oh! A toothbrush! Can't forget that. Toothpaste naturally. Hairbrush?'

'I don't normally use one', Pitch shrugged.

'Change of clothes?'

'Don't normally use those either', Pitch said before suddenly running straight at the wall.

He vanished into a doorway of shadows, leapt out of one high on the wall, fell into another that opened on the floor and emerged from the same doorway he had entered leaving him back on solid ground.

'Is this packing really necessary Tooth?' he asked, critically tracking the route he had just taken.  
>His reaction time had definitely improved but he wished Tooth was watching a bit more closely.<p>

'Just want you to have everything you need. I packed bags for the others so I thought I'd pack one for you too. Do you want some books?'

Pitch cast a glance over the myriad volumes Tooth had selected.

'Anything and everything to keep me distracted from the rabbit. Or Frost. I keep having visions of '_Are we there yet? Are we there yet?_''

Tooth couldn't help but smile at Pitch's near perfect recreation of Jack's voice.  
>It looked so weird coming out of Pitch's mouth!<br>It was a power Pitch rarely used, saying it was little more than a 'party trick' but Tooth always enjoyed it.

'Well, you can always threaten to turn the ship around', Tooth offered as a compromise.

She loaded the books into the trunk. It was mostly empty.

'You don't think there's anything else you're going to need?' she asked, concern creeping back into her voice.

Pitch knelt beside her.

'I'll be fine Tooth', he said, 'Don't worry'.

'I'm not worried!' Tooth said hastily.

Pitch looked at her and realised it was probably his powers exacerbating her fears.  
>He was someone that an anxious person should not spend a lot of time around.<br>He focused and reined in his influence slightly.

'Okay. Maybe I'm a little worried', Tooth conceded, grateful for Pitch's alleviation of pressure, 'I mean, it's space Pitch. Cold, dark, empty…'

'I should feel right at home then', Pitch joked but softened his tone at Tooth's downcast face, 'Look, the reason I'm saying I don't need a big suitcase is because I'll be back before you know it'.

'I want you to know something', Tooth said seriously.  
>She took both his hands in hers.<br>She had been thinking about what to say all week.  
>She knew what Pitch had once been like: Sandy had told her without omitting unpleasant details.<br>How would he react upon coming face to face with who he used to be? Being blamed for events he barely remembered?  
>Would he run?<br>Or worse: would he revert back to the monster he had been all those centuries ago?  
>Would he leave her? Now, when they were beginning to truly connect?<p>

'No matter what you find out there', she said gently, 'Just…come home. Okay?'

Pitch squeezed her fingers.

'I promise', Pitch said, 'And don't worry, I swear to you, here and now before gods and men: I _will_ use the toothbrush'.

Tooth giggled at Pitch's comedic grave tone.

'Every day?' she asked.

'Twice every day', Pitch said roguishly, kissing her hand, 'With mouth wash'.

'Sweet talker', Tooth grumbled good naturedly as she returned her attention back to the case, 'Now, back to business. Underwear: Yes or no?'


End file.
